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Summary. Within the extensive plateau crossed by the upper Miño there are 
a vast number of tumuli. Their distribution is fairly homogeneous and they reach 
densities of up to 6 mounds per km 2. The grave goods recovered from some 
of these monuments bear little relation to those in the coastal areas, especially 
so by the later par! of the 3rd millenium BC. Recent surveys have found that 
some of the biggest concentrations of tombs are located near to natural passes 
or ridges that connect the inland plateau with the eastern districts of La Coruña 
and Pontevedra provinces. We suggest that proximity to crossing points between 
different areas was an important factor in the local setting of the mounds. On 
a larger scale the same principie might explain the occurrence of considerable 
clusters of monuments Glose to natural passes between regions that were 
especially important during this period. 
1 INTRODUCTION 
Galicia occupies the northern quadrant of the 
Iberian Peninsula. It is bounded by Portugal 
to the south and by the provinces of Asturias, 
León and Zamora to the east. To the north is 
the Cantabrian Sea, whikt the region is 
bounded by the Atlantic Occan to the West. 
There are a series of mountain ranges in the 
east and in the south-east of Galicia, reaching 
heights of up to 2,000 m in some places; 
further to the west is a series of less important 
mountain ranges which extend from north to 
south. These are often described as the 
`Galician Meridian Range'. Between these two 
areas the topography is less sharply defined. 
This inland area corresponds to the upper 
valley of the River Miño which attains an  
average height of 500-600 m (Figure 4). 
Closer to the coast, the mountain ranges were 
greatly affected by erosion and also by tectonic 
events. The coastline is sharply indented, par-
ticularly along the Atlantic where there are a 
number of deep inlets or rías. The whole 
region has an oceanic climate, although this 
is more continental and less humid farther 
inland (Nonn 1966; Pérez Alberti 1986). 
The megaliths in Galicia can be linked with 
those in Portugal to the north of the river 
Douro. Together they constituted a well 
defined `North-Western province' within the 
Iberian Peninsula. We have recently synthe-
sised this evidence, combining the results of 
our own research with those of other workers 
(Criado and Fábregas 1989). This enabled us 
to characterise some of the distinctive features 
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of the megalithic tradition in this region; we 
considered the distribution and density of the 
tumuli and megalithic constructions, along with 
their phasing and chronology. We also offered 
a social interpretation of the archaeological 
sequence, emphasizing the different strategies 
suggested by ritual activity at these sites. We 
must begin by summarising the main findings 
of that research. 
In contrast to other areas, the mounds and 
their internal structures are small, while 
corbelled chambers and multi-period construc-
tions are absent. On the other hand, the density 
of these monuments is among the highest in 
Europe: for example, in the province of 
Ourense early studies recorded sixty tumuli 
over an area of only 90 km2 (López Cuevillas 
1959). More recent work shows that there are 
800 tumuli in other study arcas which cover 
a total extent of only 1200 km 2 (Criado 1988 
and 1989). In the north of Portugal, in the 
Serra da Aboboreira, fifty tumuli have been 
discovered in little more than 25 km 2 (Jorge 
1988). 
Their general distribution extends across 
every kind of landscape, from the shoreline 
to the mountain ranges of the interior. 
However, their density is by no means even 
and recent investigations reveal a contrast 
between the concentration of monuments on 
the relatively high ground of the interior and 
a lower density of sites in the lowlands towards 
the coast (Criado 1989b). This probably 
reflects the traditional contrast between valleys 
and mountains, visible in modem land-use. 
This is partly explained by the physical 
characteristics of these environments (for 
example their local climate), and partly by the 
different requirements of settlement in each of 
these arcas. We will examine these issues in 
Section 3 of this paper. 
At a detailed level several factors affect 
the siting of these monuments. They include 
the availability of suitable raw materials  
and the presence of enough workers to build 
them. 
Aboye all, symbolic or ritual considerations 
must have determined the precise location of 
the monuments. They have certain novel 
features, for they are the first sites in Galician 
prehistory to stand out in the landscape and 
they seem to have been designed to last for a 
considerable period of time. Tumuli appear in 
isolation and in small groups, but there are also 
extensive cemeteries that include more than 
twenty monuments and may have developed 
over more than a thousand years (Jorge 1989). 
These concentrations are a characteristic 
feature of north-west Iberia. We shall put 
forward a possible interpretation of this 
phenomenon. 
The development of Galician megaliths has 
been divided into three phases. The earliest is 
characterised by single chambers; these are 
succeeded by passage-graves and then by cists 
and/or other paramegalithic structures 
(Fábregas 1989; Rodríguez Casal 1990). There 
are very few radiocarbon dates (Fábregas 
1988), but these from the north of Portugal 
are consistent with this scheme: the simple 
dolmens can date from the start of the fourth 
millenium BC, and passage tombs seem to be 
found from the third millenium. Otherwise we 
have little to guide us. There are no dates for 
the supposedly 'late' tumuli and here the 
chronology still depends on artefact associa-
tions. At the same time, mounds with simple 
chambers may span two millenia. Finally, 
there are no dates for undeveloped passage 
tombs and here the chronology is based on 
comparisons with monuments in Castille and 
the Portuguese Beira. 
Many of these problems arise from the 
traditional perception of megaliths as a unit-
ary 'cultural' phenomenon, w:th an almost 
biological sequence of appearance, develop-
ment and extinction. More recent research 
has adopted a contextual approach and has 
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considered the megalithic mounds in relation 
to changes in the visibility of the monuments 
and their various attributes, including grave 
goods. This work goes beyond chronological 
studies to investigate the meanings of these 
monuments within the societies that built them 
(Criado and Fábregas 1989; see also Criado 
1989a). 
As a result of this work, we can consider 
a number of new questions and approaches. 
In particular, we have recently suggested the 
existence of regional patterning in the develop-
ment of Galician megaliths (Fábregas 1990 and 
1991). We have also defined some of the social 
and symbolic factors that may have determined 
the location of the tumuli (Criado 1989a and 
1989c). Taking these approaches together, we 
can construct a hypothetical model to explain 
the existence of large concentrations of tumuli 
in Galicia. This cakes us beyond the study of 
megaliths in their own right and offers an 
opportunity to consider the role of mobility and 
communication between different areas and 
even different social groups. Section 2 of this 
paper considers the evidence for regional 
patterning among these monuments; Section 
3 analyses their location; Section 4 is con-
cerned with the siting of the large cemeteries; 
and, finally, Section 5 considers the 
importance of mobility. 
2 REGIONAL PATTERNING: THE CASE OF 
THE INNER PLATEAU 
Some years ago (Fábregas 1988a: 68-69), 
we suggested that the architectural variants 
amongst the megaliths of north-west Iberia 
were not only the result of chronological 
change, as had been generally assumed, but 
also a product of social and economic factors 
that differed from one area to another. Detailed 
analysis of the lithic artefacts found in the 
tumuli revealed the existence of regional pat-
terning and also gave more specific dating 
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evidence for these sites, particularly those 
belonging to the later pan of the sequence 
(Fábregas 1991). This allowed us to identify 
an inland area, focusing on the upper Miño 
and extending into the higher ground to the 
north and west. This region could be defined 
by a concentration of artefacts made from 
polished stone: maceheads, chisels, double 
axes, hoe blades and double adzes, all of which 
were originally found in tumuli (Figures 1 and 
7). 
It is unwise to define this `tradition' exactly, 
since it must have formed only one component 
of contemporary material culture; these 
artefacts come from funerary deposits, nearly 
all of which were explored under unsatis-
factory conditions. However, there is some 
reason to suppose that these artefact types all 
belong to the same period; in particular, there 
are a number of associations between them, 
especially the maceheads, hoe blades and 
chisels. Unfortunately, few of these finds are 
well documented, especially the discoveries of 
double axes. Nevertheless, the best recorded 
of the tombs seem to have been used only 
occasionally, and perhaps only once. This 
lends support to the idea that the artefacts found 
in these sites were contemporary with one 
another. 
There are no radiocarbon dates, but a 
number of features suggest that this material 
belongs to a developed stage in the sequence. 
There is a general relationship between the 
maceheads, double axes and double adzes and 
their counterparts in Western Europe 
(Fábregas 1988b: 41-49). Their dates canot 
be very different, and on the basis of French 
or English examples, they would probably 
belong to the last centuries of the third 
millenium BC (Le Roux 1979: 55; Gachina et 
al. 1975: 369; Bocquet and Houot 1982: 
90-91; Delibrias and Le Roux 1975: 79 and 
81; Roe 1979: 38; Smith 1979: 15). Moreover, 
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Figure 1 
Some of the artifact  types used lo define contrast between the inland and coastal arcas: 1. Pebble-idol; 2, 3. 
Argalo type idols; 4. Double axe; 5. Double adze; 6. Mace head; 7. Arrowhead; 8. Ground-stone chisel; 9. 
Ground-stone hoe blade. 
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100 Km 
Figure 2 
The general distribution of the iteras considered in Figure I. The numbers in the circies show the relative 
frequency of these finds. 
with small, low mounds that are assigned a 
fairly late position in the sequence, in the 
Beaker period or the earliest Bronze Age 
(Jorge 1989: 398-399; Criado and Fábregas 
1989: 693 —694). 
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1s the distinctiveness of megaliths in the 
inner plateau confined to the latest period of 
monument building? Or could they have earlier 
roots in the same area? Some aspects of the 
material culture give support to the latter idea. 
37 
REGIONAL PATTERNING AMONG THE MEGALITHS OF GALICIA 
This arca contrasts sharply with the coastal 
region, especially in terms of the number and 
distribution of arrowheads or other artefacts 
such as pebble-idols or Argalo-type idols. In 
both cases these are practically absent in the 
upper Miño valley and neighbouring districts 
(Figure 2). The former appear in funerary 
contexts during the whole of the third mil-
lenium and they are particularly common in 
passage tombs (Fábregas 1990: 124). The latter 
group are practically restricted to complex 
passage graves, some of which are very large 
structures with a distinct forecourt (Criado and 
Fábregas 1989: 689; Fábregas 1990: 124). 
Inside these monuments a number of stone 
idols have been found, some of them set 
upright in front of the stone walling. They 
include pebble idols and others decorated with 
grooves and incisions comprising obligue and 
converging lines (Figures 1 and 6). In a subtle 
way these recall the well known facial decora-
tion on a number of Chalcolithic idols from 
the south and south-west of Iberia (Fábregas 
A). These comparisons support a context 
around the middle part of the third millenium 
BC. 
Although there are gaps in our knowledge, 
this contrast reveals differences between our 
study area and other parts of north-west Iberia, 
particularly the Atlantic coastline. The artefact 
evidence suggests that these contrasts devel-
oped at least as early as the first part of the 
third millenium. They may well be confined 
to mortuary practice, but they could extend to 
a wider 'cultural' leve) (Fábregas 1990). A 
similar geographical contrast between the 
upper Miño valley and the coast persists into 
later periods. It is seen again in the Iron Age 
Castro Culture (Carballo et al. 1988: 176 and 
fig. 1). 
3 THE LOCATION OF MONUMENTS 
One of the main lines of enquiry developed 
during the last decade has been an analysis of 
the distribution and location of megaliths. 
Studies of this kind were started in 1979 and, 
at first, were intended to compensate for a lack 
of settlement evidence. This approach was 
typical of the first applications of spatial 
analysis in archaeology because it focused on 
the ecological, economic, demographic and 
social aspects of these sites. Such studies 
underpinned a series of hypotheses about 
society and land use in prehistoric communities 
(Bello et al. 1985 and 1987), but at such an 
abstract levet that the local distribution of the 
monuments lost its distinctive character. The 
map of tumuli was simply a means to an end, 
and these sites no longer retained their 
 import- 
ante as a funerary and symbolic phenomenon. 
Later, there were attempts to correct this 
imbalance, emphasizing the ritual and cultural 
behaviour involved in the location of tumuli. 
There is an important distinction between two 
concepts: the term distribution refers to the 
small scale mapping of tumuli which, in 
general terms, should reflect the contemporary 
pattern of settlement. It should shed light on 
technological, environmental and economic 
conditions in Galicia. The second term, 
location, refers to the precise placing of the 
mounds in the landscape, and this may be more 
strongly related to ritual and symbolic factors 
(Criado et al. 1986: 120). At the same time, 
the analysis of mound location paid particular 
attention to visibility as one of the fundamental 
characteristics of tumuli (Criado 1984-85). 
However, the location of Galician monu-
ments had still to be studied in detail. There 
has been considerable progress over thc last 
few years, and intensive surveys have incor-
porated a systematic analysis of the visibility 
of megalithic monuments (Vaquero 1989) and 
their relationship to routes across the landscape 
(Vaquero 1990). Further work has been 
initiated, based on the following premise. 
The precise location of the tumuli might be 
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regarded as part of their basic design. In other 
words, the positioning of a monument might 
form an essential feature of its architecture. 
On this basis, it was assumed that mound loca-
tion was not a matter of chance. It was the 
result of a deliberate choice.  based on 
identifiable criteria (Figure 3). 
Mobility is the first feature to influence 
mound location (Infante et al. 1990). This idea 
suggests that tumuli could be regularly 
associated with the borders between different 
components of the landscape. Such a proposal 
goes further than the traditional observation 
that niegaliths may be associated with ancient 
roads in Galicia (Bello et al. 1982), France 
(Germont 1980) or  other arcas. The pattern 
is rather more general  and relates to a much 
wider context of movement and social inter-
action (Vaquero A). 
Some of these arcas follow specific paths and 
roads, but there are others only used by wild 
animals. Recent research (Infante  et al. 1990) 
has helped to define some of these paths by 
recording the movement of free-ranging 
animals through the landscape, (in Galicia, 
communal and uncultivated land has been 
used, and still is used, as grazing arcas for 
herds of cattle and horses. These animals are 
gathered once a year but the rest of the time 
they live and move freely.) This analytical 
strategy was very  successful and showed that 
these animals maintain a very regular pattern 
of movement. This is influenced by such 
features as the location of springs, wet arcas, 
or cooler places that attract the animals in 
summer. In addition, they are closely related 
to the traditional pattern of movement among 
the human population. They follow or cm 
across land boundaries and incorporate places 
that play a role in traditional  mythology, as 
well as prehistoric monuments, chapels and 
Christian crosses. These mark meeting places 
and are sometimes used for rituals and feasts. 
The fact that nearly all the monuments are 
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related to a specific code — even those in what 
seem to be strange positions (Vaquero 1990) 
— leads us to believe that the association 
between monuments and crossing places was 
very important indeed. This is not  so sur-
prising, as such locations enhance the visibility 
of these sites. 
The second locational characteristic links 
striking natural features with  the monuments. 
The one relationship of this kind is the frequent 
association between the tumuli and the rock, 
for some of them are composed of white 
quartz. One might suppose that this is found 
because monuments were located  close to a 
source of building stone, but in fact the 
outcrops attached to monuments were rarely 
used as quarries. Indeed, these outcrops often 
consist of a different kind of raw material from 
the megalithic tombs. 
One way of enhancing the pre-eminence and 
the visibility of a monument is to link it with 
an important outcrop in the vicinity.  This 
proposal is a little tentative but receives 
 some 
support from other evidence that certain rocks 
played a specialized role in megalithic monu-
ments. Outcrops might be incorporated  in the 
structure of the  tombs when this was unneces-
sary in functional terms. Mounds could be 
covered with a layer of white quartz, or even 
erected over veins of  the rock, emphasizing 
its distinctive appearance. Quartz  could also 
be employed in intencional deposits  within the 
tumuli themselves. 
The third locational factor concerns the 
connection of the tumuli with settlement  arcas. 
The distribution of mounds reveals  a radial 
pattern extending around the arcas that would 
be best suited for settlement and extensive 
agriculture. There is a clear link between the 
two zones, as they are normally intervisible. 
Although it would be unwise  to over-
emphasize this point, the distribution of the 
tumuli reflects a wish to link the funerary 
monuments to the world of the living, for 
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Figure 3 
Maps of Cabalar Basin (Coruña) summarising the main factors influencing mound location: (A) the topography 
of the area; (B) the connection between the mounds and patterns of movement across the territory; (C) the 
relationship between mounds and traditional land use and settlement; (D) idealized model summarising the 
effects of time and tradition on mound location: some monuments belonging to the second phase would have 
been located in relation to existing monuments. 
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occupation sites are occasionally associated 
with the mounds. Domestic sites have been 
identified underneath these monuments (Jorge 
1984; Cleto and Faro 1988) or within the 
basins associated with them, the two being 
intervisible (Criado and Vaquero 1991; 
González Méndez 1991). 
Finally, the fourth locational factor that may 
have affected Galician megaliths links the 
monuments with references to cultural order. 
This feature is important even if it is apparently 
obvious, for the closest relationship of all is 
between different monuments. One mound 
may be associated with another one, or they 
may occur in much larger numbers. Such 
juxtapositions sometimes resulted in the 
development of large cemeteries. 
We believe that this process may be related 
to the creation of tradition (cf. Bradley 1991). 
By locating a new monument in relationship 
to an existing mound, its builders linked the 
two together and offered an image of a tradi-
tion. The process also provided a source of 
legitimacy. The use of a single location for 
monument building helped to form an effective 
but imaginary link with previous social 
happenings. 
Limitations of space mean that this account 
is inevitably rather general and leaves out the 
local detail on which particular interpretations 
depend. However, we believe that the location 
of Galician tumuli was affected by all these 
factors, singly or in combination. There was 
obvious scope for local creativity. 
4 THE LOCATION OF MONUMENT CLUSTERS 
Although the location of the mounds has 
been studied at a detailed level, these factors 
are probably evident at a larger scale. It may 
be possible to link these observations with the 
evidence of regional patterning provided by 
the grave goods. This may allow us to interpret 
the large cemeteries or groups of mounds 
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which are such a distinctive feature of the 
north-west Iberian peninsula. 
We have seen how important it is to relate 
the position of the monuments to the pattern 
of movement about the local terrain. It is 
equally important to work in a broader scale. 
It seems as if the large cemeteries are situated 
around crossing points between important 
natural regions with distinctive lithic industries 
of their own. 
Although this observation is rather tentative, 
there are numerous areas of Galicia in which 
these factors come together. The clearest 
instances are provided by the concentrations 
of mounds bordering the inland area defined 
in section 2 (Figure 4). Figure 5 illustrates the 
density of tumuli along the `Galician divide'. 
There is an obvious connection between the 
major crossing points or passes and the con-
centrations of burial mounds. 
These concentrations are very conspic-
uous. In some cases they are defined by a 
large number of tumuli (between twenty and 
forty) clustered over areas of only one or two 
km2 . Even in regions with a high density of 
mounds, these concentrations rise well aboye 
the average. These contain between three and 
six monuments per km2 , compared with a 
normal figure of one to 1.3. In areas with a 
higher density of mounds, we can identify 
clusters of between twelve and fifteen monu-
ments. Such cemeteries are located at a small 
distance from one another. 
These differing types of clustering always 
correspond with the routes between the inland 
district and the coastal zone. This relationship 
is so close, in fact, that the map which defines 
the communications through the mountainous 
border to the inner plateau picks out the very 
same areas as the distribution of some of the 
most important cemeteries in Galicia (see 
Figure 4). A more detailed description of 
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Major routes to the inland arca considered in the text (the data are given in the Appendix). 
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Map of the 'Galician divide' together with a topographical section showing the density of mounds. It is 
possible to see the close relationship between the number of monuments and the location of the passes through 
that mountainous barrier. 
5 CONCLUSIONS: TOWARDS AN 
ARCHAEOLOGY OF MOBILITY 
We can end this study by suggesting a 
number of conclusions and working 
hypotheses. 
In the first place, it seems clear that the 
general distribution of tumuli is related to a 
variety of topographical factors operating at 
different geographical scales. This has 
important implications; the position of some 
individual monuments may be related to the 
local pattern of movement, whilst the 
development of enormous cemeteries could be 
connected to communications across a far more 
extensive area. We can talk of a `geography 
of mobility' at both scales of analysis. This 
term brings together the topographical setting 
of mcgalithic monuments and the importance 
of those places to prehistoric society (Infante 
et al. 1990). 
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Secondly, it is necessary to integrate such 
different aspects of the megalithic phenomenon 
as the study of mound location and stylistic 
analyses of the grave goods. Taken together, 
they provide a basis for studying regional 
patterning within Galicia. In later periods we 
can identify 'cultural' or 'ethnic' traditions 
within this region. We have attempted to do 
the same in relation to the Galician inland 
platean. 
Lastly, instead of treating these regional tra-
ditions as isolated entities, we can investigate 
the pattern of communication between them. 
Connections were probably more intense from 
the middle part of the third millenium BC and 
could have followed the same geographical 
arcas as the movement of certain artifacts or 
raw materials — examples include the flint 
halberd from San Xoan de Parada, the pottery 
with symbolic decoration found in Tumulus 5 
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Figure 6 
Argalo type idol from Coya da Moura (Noia, La 
Corunna). 
on Monte Pirleo, or the polished stone artifacts 
mentioned earlier in chis paper (Fuente 1988: 
102; Fábregas 1991). Such interregional 
contacts would also explain the importante of 
the main communication routes across the 
country and the development of great concen-
trations of funerary monuments in those areas. 
This paper is a first attempt to define these 
phenomena more precisely. 
APPENDIX: MOUND CLUSTERS AND 
NATURAL PASSES IN GALICIA 
Figure 4 picks out the major communication routes, 
Figure 7 
Ground-stone macehead and chisel from Vedro Vello 
(Castro de Rei, Lugo). 
the arcas with a high density of monuments and a 
number of individual cemeteries. The details are as 
follows. 
(I) Carriño Real de Serra Faladoira: a line of 86 
tumuli on the edge of a mountain range used to pmvide 
access to the inland arca from north-west Galicia 
(Maciñeira 1943 and 1947). 
(2) As Ponles de García Rodríguez: there are 104 
tumuli, within an area of 37 km 2 , corresponding with 
an ancient tertiary basin (Maciñeira 1947). 
(3) Cemetery of Galiñeiro: 22 mounds within an area 
of 2 km2 . They are located in a natural pass (Vaquero 
Lastres forthcoming A). 
(4) Teixeiro-Reborica: 122 tumuli in an area of 
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46 km2 . Most of them belong to small cemeteries of 
about twelve monuments, which are close together 
(Vaquero 1991-92 and Criado 1980). 
(5) Grixalba (Sobrado): 55 tumuli over an area of 
29 km2 , most of them isolated or in groups of three 
or four (Criado 1980). 
(6) A Serra do Bocelo (Coruña): 35 monuments over 
an area of 20 km 2 (Criado Boado 1980 and Criado & 
Vaquero 1991). 
(7) At present there is not enough information to 
substantiate our hypothesis. Intensive survey work is 
now in progress. 
(8) Cemetery at Santa Martha: nearly forty mounds 
on the mountain range that divides the districts of Indo 
and Sarria (Lugo). (We are grateful to Tomás 
Fernández, Ana Filgueiras and their team for this 
information.) 
(9) A Fonsagrada (Lugo): recent surveys in the 
eastern mountains of Galicia have revealed huge 
concentrations of mounds, some of them distributed 
in lines beside roads along the higher ground. In other 
cases they appear in small clusters, (field-work by 
F. Criado in 1984, supplemented by more recent  
surveys undertaken by Alonso Braña and Javier Chao 
Rego). 
Areas 10 and I I represent other important com-
munication routes, where tumuli have not been 
recorded. Arca 11 has been intensely surveyed by M. 
González and F. Méndez, to whom we owe this 
information. The north of Galicia does not seem to 
have played an important part in the distrihution of 
megaliths, and constructions of this type are rarely 
discovered. Area 10 has still to be studied in the field. 
The finding of a significant concentration of tumuli 
at that point would support the hypothesis proposed 
in this paper. 
(1) Departamento de Historia 1, Area de 
Prehistoria, Universidade de Santiago de 
Compostela. 15703 Santiago (Spain). 
(2) Departamento de Historia, Area de 
Prehistoria, Universidade de Vigo. 32004 
Ourense (Spain). 
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